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Abstract 
Experiential learning, or learning by doing approach actively involves the students in a concrete experience and helps them to 
become confident. As compared to traditional classroom based learning – which might even include a component of experiential 
learning such as business simulations, our model of “Experiential Learning” which was developed on the principle of “linking 
classroom with the business community” not only targets skill building, but it also seeks to benefit the local businessmen in their 
efforts to open up to new markets. Therefore it includes a real life experience and contact with real business people; allowing 
students to become not only confident but also more “motivated”. In this study, we will share our first outcomes of an ongoing 
research project covering a series of experiential learning methods. We have developed an experiential learning model for 
students of international trade and marketing in Gediz University, a foundation university unique for hosting more than 70 
nationalities in Izmir, Turkey. The project covers the small and medium sized enterprises (SME’s) in the region, which are in 
need of support in terms of accessing international markets. One of our aims was also to examine how the multicultural nature of 
a university can be utilized also for the benefit of the local business. Our findings show that the impact of such a real life 
experience model on student interest and motivation is high. 
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1. Introduction 
    Tell me, and I will forget. Show me, and I may remember. Involve me, and I will understand.” – Confucius, 450 
BC. 
    After a review of the literature on experiential learning (or learning by doing), I have realized that there have been 
a number of studies which quote this phrase as preamble.  I did the same, since I also agree that, these are – old but 
still “novel”, and therefore – still the best words to start with, in order to express the need for a novel look at the 
existing higher education system, since education is still very theoretical and passive. Although there have been 
trials of incorporating experiential learning into curricula, especially in several business colleges and universities in 
developed countries, in many parts of the world just as in Turkey, majority of the students can only meet with real 
business life after graduation.  
    Even in the higher education institutions of developed countries although there are career development centres, it 
seems like the students themselves try to arrange their own internships and the professors focus on covering 
curriculum with case studies and a variety of simulations, offering no real-world experiences (McCarthy and 
McCarthy, 2006, p.202).  
    Most literature on experiential learning which is consequently from the developed countries, suggest that it is a 
necessary component of formal instruction, because students would more easily enter their chosen professions and 
meet their desired goals upon graduation, due to decreasing job markets and increasing competition (Cantor, 1997)  
    An extensive study carried out by TEPAV (Economic Policy Research Foundation of Turkey) for the World 
Bank, which also highlights these skill mismatches in Turkey, shows how different skills and qualifications of 
graduates affect the firms’ hiring decisions. According to this survey, education turns out to be less important than 
work experience in the firms’ view. The inadequacy of the skills and education of labour force is considered as a 
constraint for private sector development in the report. Among the expectations of firms from new graduates, social 
and communication skills were mentioned as an area where graduates are lacking most. The report continues to 
emphasize the importance of partnerships between the private sector and higher education institutions; as well as the 
leading role of universities in the economic transformation of Turkey, particularly by responding to the needs at 
regional level (TEPAV, 2007). 
    To our knowledge, adaptation of experiential learning methods and therefore research on this subject both in 
Turkey and other developing countries is quite limited. On the other hand, it is most probable that there might be 
differences between the developed and developing countries in terms of their particular needs for experiential 
learning in higher education. Thus, it seems timely to share our experience with a view to open a new window from 
this part of the world. Another contribution of this study would come from the fact that there are only few studies 
(e.g. Alon, 2004; Charlebois & Giberson, 2009) on experiential learning in the field of international business 
education, and this one might be an effort to fill in this gap. 
    In this study, I will share the first outcomes of an ongoing project covering a series of experiential learning 
methods being implemented between 2011-2014 at the International Trade and Marketing (INTM) Department of 
Gediz University. 
  
Nomenclature 
EML Experiments of mutual-learning 
ESL Experiments of self-learning 
 
2. Experiential Learning: The theory 
 
    David A. Kolb has developed the “experiential learning model” in 1984, building on the previous studies by John 
Dewey, Kurt Lewin and Jean Piaget. The model takes learning as a process rather than an outcome.  The learning 
cycle has four stages in Kolb’s model showing how ‘experience’ is transformed, through ‘reflection’, into concepts 
that guide future experiences.  Although this model has some limitations, it has important implications for 
education. Thus, based on experiential learning approach, there have been practical strategies developed later, such 
as the “learning by doing model” by Schank (1997). Schank (1997) opposes the conventional model of instruction, 
claiming that: “nothing anyone says will do any more than inspire you. You must internalize the procedures to do a 
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better job. To do this you must try them out and receive help when you fail.”  He advocates learning from failures in 
a “natural” way. However, such suggestions need a culture of experimentation in the work place, but conditions to 
support this kind of “natural learning” in real life do not usually exist (Reynolds et al., 2002).  
    Simulation games seem to overcome this problem to some extent. There have been various simulations developed 
for international business undergraduate (and/or graduate) students and in a number of studies scholars report on the 
effectiveness of adopting such simulations into business curriculum (e.g. Li et al., 2007). Like simulations there are 
other forms of experiential learning methods in business education such as internships, service learning projects, etc.  
Experiential learning assignments in Business classes are more likely to develop students’ interpersonal and 
communication skills, understanding of course concepts, teamwork and team building, listening skills, and critical-
thinking and problem-solving skills as proposed by Gremler, et al. (2000).  The net effect according to proponents of 
experiential learning is that students become more interested and engaged, retain the information better and for 
longer periods, and learn how to apply otherwise elusive theoretical constructs (Alon, 2004). 
 
3. A Model of Experiential Learning for International Business 
 
    International Trade and Marketing (INTM) Department in Gediz University was established in 2010. Gediz 
University is a foundation university unique for hosting more than 70 nationalities in Izmir, Turkey. The department 
itself has been our “larger project” in fact, of which the outcome is going to be taken when we will have our first 
graduates next year. Learning objectives of the Department’s curriculum have been determined in cooperation with 
all the partners (both the private and the public sector) in accordance with the Bologna Process. Their prospective 
profile of graduates was similar to those indicated in the national survey by TEPAV (2007) such as good social and 
communication skills, team work capabilities, foreign language skills, and so on; but there were also some 
characteristics specific to a career in international trade, such as awareness of cultural differences, and adaptability.       
As the founders of the department and based on our professional experiences we were aware of the special learning 
styles suitable for this field of study. Therefore, “experiential learning styles should take priority wherever possible” 
has been adopted as the Faculty’s motto; thus we have devised a set of instruments to involve students with real life 
experiences.     
    For this purpose, developing and maintaining relationships with business was crucial in order that the students’ 
experiences would be “real”. We decided to start with local business people, in particular the small and medium 
sized enterprises (SMEs) in the region, some of them with lots of potential for doing business abroad but never or 
rarely engaged in international trade, mainly due to lack of necessary knowledge and skills on how to do it, or being 
sceptical about opening up to new markets. Having the potential of international students enrolled in our program, 
one of our aims was also to examine how the multicultural nature of a university could be utilized in a mutually 
beneficial way, by helping to develop contacts between the local businessmen and our students, who might well be 
trade partners in the future.  
    We made use of local business networks (Exporters’ Union and Associations of Businessmen) to get into touch 
with individual firms. Besides, we made protocols with these associations concerning internships and making 
greater use of student potential to carry out certain activities within their regular activities. These activities include 
organizations of workshops, meetings, trade fairs, industrial promotion and marketing, and so on. In these protocols 
a general framework for the university-industry collaboration has been outlined and the cooperative activities were 
not limited to what is specified by the texts.  
    Starting in the very first year with the freshman students in the Spring term of 2011-2012 until the Spring term of 
2013-2014, experience based learning activities implemented in INTM department can be grouped in two 
categories: 
x Category I: Experiments of mutual-learning – EML (in which all the parties involved get the 
learning benefit):   
x Country presentations to local businessmen - Department’s international students working in pairs with 
Turkish students make presentations to exporters who wish to export their products to new markets.  
x Translation support by the students to Business Associations at their international meetings.  
x Providing student support to individual SMEs in their international marketing research.  
x Business plan writing support for new entrepreneurs.  
x Internships 
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x Category II: Experiments of self-learning – ESL (in which only the students get the learning 
benefit):  
x Experiential learning inside the classroom – lecturing by making use of experiential learning techniques 
(videos, slides, simulations, and students’ presentations) as much as possible, depending on the nature of 
the course. 
x Attending domestic and international trade fairs organized in Izmir to observe how to develop business 
contacts.  
x Paper presentations in Students’ Academic Congresses  
x Visits abroad (Seminars and study abroad programs) 
x Participating in Student Club Activities 
x Participation in panels, workshops, seminars and interviews with business leaders on entrepreneurship and 
business. 
x Preparation of projects, participation in competitions 
x Field trips 
4. Methodology 
 
    This is a rich source of data and there might be many interesting findings coming out of this project. As explained 
before, the project is still continuing, so is the data collection process. At this stage, what we are interested to know 
is the students’ feelings and assessments about their own experiences. Although the most appropriate methodology 
seems to be a qualitative approach, because of time constraints, I decided to start with a questionnaire with open-
ended questions. This will also help us to provide preparatory data for our further in-depth research.  
    In the questionnaire, students in their third years at the university were asked to evaluate (self-report) the impact 
of their individual experience as a participant of the experiential learning activities carried out at INTM Department. 
Out of 50 students, 40 accepted to fill in the questionnaire and in order to increase the quality of answers and avoid 
problems connected with time constraint they were let free to bring their answers back in a couple of days. Out of 
the 40 respondents, 28 were Turkish, 12 were international students†.    
 
5. Results  
 
    Here are the results of the questionnaire: Except for 4 Turkish and 4 international students who participated only 
in inside-the classroom experiential learning, all the respondent students have participated at least in one of the 
activities organized ‘outside’ the classroom. 20 Turkish and 6 international students participated in real life 
experiences – i.e. the EML activities in which the students came face-to-face with local businessmen and which are 
beneficial to all the parties involved. It is clear from the answers that there is an important difference between EML 
and ESL participants even in their approach to the questionnaire. EML participants were enthusiastic in sharing their 
experiences. They have tried to write as much as possible including many details about their feelings. They have 
particularly answered the open-ended last question in which they were asked to compare with traditional learning 
methods inside the classroom, most of them preferred learning by doing approach because “it enables you to engage 
in, participate so that you can learn more”. Among these students, those who wanted to explain their own feelings 
about experiential learning activities emphasized that they feel “motivated”; and chose the reason for motivation as 
“the activity brought me together with “real” people so I had the excitement of a real life experience”.         
    ‘Non-EML’ (or ESL) participants consider the activities were useful mainly for the development of personal 
skills such as, speaking up and/or making presentations in public; working as a group/team; looking from different 
points of view… Some of these students, particularly those who participated only in inside-the classroom learning 
activities, either have no feelings about their learning experience or said they were not happy with the ‘lectures’.  
 
 
 
†
 Third year international students in INTM Department who participated in the survey were from Azerbaijan, Guinée, Kyrgyzstan,  Mali, Niger, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, and Yemen. 
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6. Conclusion  
 
    The study concludes that for international business students, learning in a real social environment with real people 
(mutual learning, i.e. helping local businessmen in need of students’ support) might be more beneficial than many 
other experiential learning methods which is self-learning type or applied inside the classroom.  
    Lack of real world experience in higher education curricula seems to be a factor contributing to the prevailing 
skill mismatches between higher education and the private sector and thus a real obstacle for graduates in securing 
employment which has become a fact of life in recent years similarly in all countries. However, partnerships 
between higher education institutions and the private sector are very rare in Turkey for a number of reasons. The 
authorities should define the obstacles and create the necessary conditions for developing partnerships to increase 
the relevance of education to real life and of real life to education.  
    This has just been an introduction and a preliminary analysis of an on-going project of an experiential learning 
model designed for international business students. As the Faculty, empowered by the university administration, we 
plan to continue with our learning by doing activities, by getting feedback from all the stakeholders (students and 
the business alike) and learning from our mistakes in the coming years. On the other hand, we would be sharing 
more results from our in-depth analysis, probably relying more on qualitative methods in the near future.  
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